matters. During the time between Saturday night and Sunday morning a grave in the West Haven burying-ground had been opened and the recently interred corpse removed. The desecration was discovered on Sunday and the gruesome report had circulated rapidly among relatives and friends of the deceased, who were demanding an investigation. Those responsible for the dreadful deed were still unknown, but the Medical Institution was under definite suspicion. The advice of General Kimberly had been sought by the incensed West Haven folk about obtaining a search warrant, which he had officially written out, and Erastus Osborn, a village constable, was on his way to represent the civil authority. rhus, on a cold Monday morning with many things in prospect, Dr. Knight, breakfastless, already found himself in a dilemma. But then, a teacher of anatomy in those days had to be ready for such a situation. Apparently the best course lay in rushing the search and hoping for the best. When Osborn arrived the Doctor had agreed to supervise the grim task-a courageous decision on his part-and the three men hurried over to the medical school.~~~o In 1824 New Haven was decidedly a rural community, and the inhabitants were the direct inheritors of a flourishing Puritan tradition that naturally fostered strong religious feelings. Their respect for the sanctity of sepulcher bordered on superstition. The Doctor of Physic was held in high esteem; but the dissection of a cadaver by the surgeon or anatomist was, in general, considered a nefarious and unmentionable business. It was inevitable that the rumor of "restrrection" or "body-snatching," with the usual attendant exaggeration, quickly spread among the townspeople. The Yale studentbody recovered abruptly from its residuum of Sunday repose. The boys would seldom experience a more stimulating Monday morning in New Haven. The six medical candidates who lodged at Dr. Knight's hastened to tell their friends. By eleven o'clock the graveyard robbery was the topic of conversation among groups of people on the Green, and the dormitories of the Brick Row were buzzing with excitement. The roster of students included 460 names, 81 being enrolled in the Medical Institution. In those days the students and faculty members of all departments were much closer to one another in social as well as academic matters than at present, and news of the scandal was soon common knowledge, arousing awe, indignation, and curiosity. The theological students -1 7 in number-undoubtedly were horrified.
The only documentary account of the crime, including the search through the Medical Institution and its consequences, is contained in two letters* written by the constable, Erastus Osborn, to his father Shadrack, who was then postmaster of Southbury. These faded pages have been forgotten for a century and were discovered in the memorabilia collection of the Yale Library. The queer handwriting paints a vivid picture of events in their true setting and should be quoted without emendation. The first one reads as follows:
New Haven Monday Evening January 12th. 1824 Dear Father I intended to have wrote to you last Week but had no direct opportunity the latter part of the Week. a Day or two after I wrote last, Patty began to gain a little. her fever left her in some measure and she has continued mending slowly ever since. for a day or two she has set up in Bed a few minutes at a time with a Blankett round her and appears now to be in a fair way to get along. I shall probably be at Southbury soon if Patty continues to do as well as she has for the last few days. the rest of us are all well Dunning returnd from New York last Week where he went to dis-* These letters were presented before the Nathan Smith Club on January 26, A terse obituary note appeared in the Columbian Register on $aturday, January 10, 1824, the day before her corpse was disinterred.
Died-In Orange, on the 30th ult. Miss Bathsheba Smith, aged 19, daughter of Mr. Laban Smith.
A newspaper version of the outrage printed in the next week's issue of the same periodical describes Miss Smith as "a respectable young female". With this memento mori we leave her at rest.
There were two other weekly newspapers published in New Haven besides the Columbian Register and both featured articles about the grave robbery and the incidents of the succeeding days. Apparently it was the most astounding piece of local news in years. The Connecticut Hlerald scored a "scoop" on the story because it happened to come out on Tuesdays. The following paragraph from the issue of January 13 expressed the public indignation as interpreted by the editor:
While we acquit the Medical Faculty of any knowledge of this base transaction, we freely accord to the perpetrators of the deed, the general execration which it has excited. If subjects are necessary for dissection, in the progress of Anatomical instruction, the cerements of the grave, where the manes of the loved and the lamented are placed to mingle with their kindred earth, are not to be violated with impunity, and the hand that could ruthlessly touch the hallowed spot is even more venemous than slander.
The Pilot was issued on Thursday, the 15th, beating the Register by two days, and carried the startling caption, "ANOTHER GRAVE-YARD PLUNDERED." The account describes the solemn march to West Haven in which ". . . the unhappy father was accompanied by a long procession of citizens deeply sympathizing in his wounded feelings." And the author does not treat the Medical Faculty with courteous exoneration as does his colleague of the Herald:
As the affair is in a train of legal investigation, we do not feel authorized, after the example of a brother editor, to acquit any class of men fronm all concern in the disgraceful outrage.
Such a hasty judgment, to say the least, would appear indecorous to our civil community.
This reporter seems to have had an axe to grind, and one wonders what previous offense is alluded to by the headline.
Laban Smith's notice, "A Card," which is included in the facsimile of the Register account, also appeared in the other papers. The journalistic record of the affair was completed in the first week of February, when the results of the legal investigation were published. These were to the effect that during the January session of the Superior Court, Judge Bristol presiding, "Ephraim Colborn was tried and found guilty by the jury, for aiding and assisting in opening the grave and removing the body of a female from the burying ground in Orange, for the purpose of dissection; and was sentenced to nine months imprisonment in the county jail, and to pay a fine of 300 dollars." We shall consider Ephraim Colborn and the trial shortly, if the reader will permit a digression to call attention to another item found in the newspapers of the same date. It is in the form of an open letter, as follows:
To the Citizens of N. Haven.
Inasmuch as the small pox is prevalent in some parts of our country, and of course is liable to be introduced among us at any time, THE ASSO-CIATION OF PHYSICIANS OF THE TOWN OF NEW-HAVEN, at a meeting specially warned for the purpose, have proposed taking upon themselves the task of performing a GENERAL, and, as far as may be, a THOROUGH INOCULATION FOR THE KINE POCK. For this purpose they have divided the city into convenient districts, so that a physician will call at every house. In this way, the great object of a general inoculation, it is presumed, will be more effectually accomplished, than by assembling at appointed places, as was formerly done.
If the citizens will co-operate in the execution of this plan, it is obvious, that, should the small pox appear among us, instead of injuring the trading interest of the community, of crowding our hospital with poor, at the expense of the town, and of seriously endangering the lives and health of our families, it will pass by without danger or alarm. Boston and Baltimore are very vigilant, as regards the prevention of small pox; while New York and Philadelphia are reaping the fruits of a contrary course.
The poor will be attended for nothing; and whatever may be obtained from others, will be appropriated to the increase of a public library belonging to the association. Thus no individual will receive any private pecuniary emolument; and the public may judge, as to the general usefulness of any extensive medical library, that may be consulted, in obscure and difficult cases.
By order of the Association.
Nathan Smith, Chairman
This communication reflects serious concern about a disease that has become almost extinct in places like New Haven. Practically nothing was known then of bacterial infection and sanitary conditions were poor. Typhoid and cholera caused many deaths and were always liable to occur in epidemic form. Doctors still argued as to whether or not the body could be consumed by spontaneous combustion, and phrenology was considered by many to be the basis of neurological science. It is indeed a tribute to the community and to the County Medical Society that an active public health organization existed and was under the direction of such an able physician, who was none other than the first Professor of the Theory and Practice of Physic, Surgery, and Obstetricks in the Yale Medical Institution. This fact did not lessen the people's vengeful desire to wreck his citadel of medical learning in retaliation-for the graveyard incident.
We follow the dissection riot by reading Erastus Osborn's second letter. Like Falstaff, Erastus apparently believed discretion the better part of valor. Therefore, during the Town and Gown strife precipitated by his clever detective work, he represented the strong arm of the Law by resolving "to keep at Home & let the ferment have vent or subside." Although "off-duty" when enraged townsfolk attempted to sack the medical school, he was nevertheless sufficiently interested to write his father about it: & a bag of feathers were in the hands of men at the door & he was just going out when he found he was exposd & retreated into the back part of the House-he has since been bound over for trial in $1000 Bond with surety to answer to the charge of taking up the Body, as it is suspected he assisted the Student who has absconded. a Woman living near the head of the Wharf was carried to the Hospital last week supposd to have taken the small pox from a traveller who slept at the House where she lived. no other case has occurd since, that I hear of & it is now thought something doubtfull whether it is the small pox, but considerable alarm is felt-Patty continues mending slowly & thinks she shall be able to have her cloathes on this Week or next if she holds out gaining. Yours
The missing signature was evidently torn off with the statement added for Blagge at the bottom.
Certainly very little teaching was done at the medical school during the "boisterous Week" so graphically described by our cheer-ful informer. It seems that Ephraim Colborn almost received more than his share of punishment for the crime. He was the only person indicted, two suspected medical students having transferred their studies with great alacrity to other parts before they could be haled into court. Moreover, when the facts of the case and the trial itself are studied, it is difficult to see how he was convicted except by the influence of outraged civic virtue, that could scarcely help being strongly represented in the jury. Circumstantial evidence was against him, but there were no actual witnesses to anything but the condition of the grave and the finding of the body. He was found guilty of the specific crime; yet there was nothing in the Connecticut Statutes when he was tried that dealt with such a charge. The judge apparently had to interpolate the Common Law to fit the case. The minutes of the trial are a classic example of legal redundancy with very little record of the testimony. There is an official statement of Colborn's arrest, attested to by John Scott, Constable, with the following foot-note: The case of the people vs. Ephraim Colborn was an important factor in the progress of medical teaching at Yale, and poor Ephraim proved to be in a real sense a martyr to the cause of anatomical study, for the first legislation in Connecticut regarding criminal disinterment and providing a lawful means of obtaining human material for dissection was enacted a few months after the trial. The bodies of individuals dying in prison and those of capital offenders were put at the disposal of the professors "to be used for the purpose of advancing medical science."
In this decade the Yale Medical Institution was reaching its ascendancy as one of the leading schools in America, and the prompt action of the Connecticut Legislature was highly commendable. No other state has handled the situation more efficiently, and it preceded the Warburton Anatomy Act of England by eight years. The 1824 statute has been amended several times since its passage, but the same basic "anatomical law" remains in operation today, including the original section that requires a teacher of anatomy to give a bond of $1000 to the state as a guarantee of non-violation. Legislation is usually formulated to regulate or sanction an already existing condition; and in the case of Ephraim Colborn it is not proper to condone the crime and condemn the Law. Yet the evidence does indicate that public sentiment in New Haven after the dissection riot demanded definite retribution, to which purpose the lone prisoner served as an unlucky scapegoat.
During the investigation, town gossip produced several fabulous stories about the medical school. It was said that the institution had been purposely located adjacent to the Grove Street cemetery so that bodies could be conveniently "snatched." Furthermore, an amazing rumor was circulated regarding an underground tunnel between the basement of the building and the graveyard. Erastus Osborn hinted at such vagaries of popular imagination when he wrote, "Hardly a person here has lost friends for Months back but what has been to enquire of me if I did not see them at the College."
The dissection riot was an important event in an odd chapter of Yale's history, being the first serious encounter between Town and Gown. In the forties and fifties several fights occurred between students of the College and firemen (with local reinforcements). They were the high spots in a tradition of enmity that grew out of dashes between them at a dance-hall on Chapel Street. The worst ones took place in 1854 and 1858. Among the choice assortment of weapons were brickbats, hose-wrenches, and firearms, which produced two fatalities among many casualties. The climax of this "Twenty Year's War" happened in the battle of 1858 when the "townies" broke into the city arsenal and seized two cannon, which they unlimbered and leveled at South College of the Brick Row. Fortunately the police were able to spike the guns before they could be fired. Such conflict has long been forgotten, lhappily enough.
In comparison, the dissection riot was quite mild. - The early development of medicine paralleled the increase of anatomical knowledge. It is interesting to trace the lineage of the most-renowned medical centers from renaissance Italy to Paris in the first part of the 16th century; then to Padua with Vesalius; to Leyden; and in the late 18th century to Edinburgh, Dublin, and London. The medical center of a period was also the anatomical center. The leading countries of Europe had made legal provision for the supply of material to anatomists. But for a long time in Great Britain and Ireland and in the New World the only way of obtaining bodies for dissection was by stealing them, which fostered a new coterie of professional rogues wherever anatomy was taught,-the "sack-em-up men" who robbed graves and even murdered for profit. The infamous partnership of Burke and Hare committed sixteen homicides in Edinburgh between February and November, 1828, and sold the bodies to Dr. Knox and other anatomy teachers. The "resurrectionists" thrived on the competition of private medical schools in London and other cities, which included William Hunter's famous establishment in Windmill Street. They were prototypes of the modern "racketeer," practising extortion and blackmail with great success. Desperate fights occurred when teams of "sack-em-up men" happened to be surprized at their grisly work by the graveyard watch; or between rival gangs poaching on one another's territory. Many bodies were obtained by bribery or subterfuge before burial; some were stolen by breaking into houses where coffins awaited funeral services. In 1826 three casks of "Bitter Salts" placed on a Liverpool dock for shipment to Leith were found to contain eleven human cadavers; four other casks holding twenty-two bodies, intended for Edinburgh, were discovered in the cellar of a house in Hope Street. That the public was wary of the "sack-em-up men" is shown by an advertisement that appeared, with a rough cut of the article, in Wooler's British Gazette of October 13, 1822, Many hundred bodies will be dragged from their wooden coffins this winter, for the anatomical lectures ... The violation of the sanctity of the grave is said to be needful, for the instruction of the medical pupil, but let each one about to inter a mother, child, or friend, say shall I devote this object of my affection to such a purpose; if not, the only safe coffin is Bridgman's Patent wrought-iron one, charged the same price as a wooden one, and is a superior substitute for lead.
Many medical students who were not over-refined and enjoyed rough sport conducted their own cemetery raids. They were discouraged by a clause in the indenture of training, pledging them not to take part in the violation of graves, but "body-snatching" continued in England until the Anatomy Act of 1832.
Similar conditions prevailed in America, and anatomical teaching had a stormy course until adequate legislation was accomplished during the first half of the 19th century. The building in which Dr. William Shippen Jr. demonstrated his dissections in Philadelphia was attacked several times, and on one occasion his waiting carriage was driven off by a shower of missiles and pierced by a musket ball while he made his escape through a private alley. Popular prejudice against dissection in New York culminated in the depredations of the "Doctor's Mob" of 1788 on Dr. Richard Bayley's establishment. Seven people were killed and others wounded before the militia could disperse the rioters. In the same year Wiesenthal's School in Baltimore was invaded by a mob.
Undoubtedly similar incidents could be turned up in the unexpurgated records of many other medical schools.
The reader is referred elsewhere for the curious history of the "resurrection days," which is replete with rare anecdotes and personalities. A strange interlude that the medical profession was forced to tolerate. Throughout the history of anatomy nearly every important center of instruction has been obliged to hide an illegitimate skeleton in its closet, born of the incompatibility that existed between the dissecting-room and the graveyard. Since the Law has permanently divorced the two it is not "indecorous to our civil community" (as the editor of the Pilot qualified his unyielding attitude) to observe that in experiencing a dissection riot, the Yale Medical Institution was keeping good company.
